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[57] ABSTRACT 

This invention concerns an oscillator for time mea~ 
surement, comprising a resonator the oscillation of 
which is maintained by at least one part reciprocated 
by electrostatic forces relative to at least one elec 
trode connected to a direct voltage source, said part 
being periodically charged by contact with the elec 
trode, or electrodes comprising an elastically deform 
able contact making member whose elastic deforma~ 
tion energy is much less when in contact with an elec 
trode than the motional energy of the resonator. 

18 Claims, 9 Drawing Figures 
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OSCELLATO‘R FOR TIME MEASUREMENT 
This is a continuation of application Ser. ‘No. 

375,007, ?led June 29, 1973, now abandoned. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention concerns an oscillator for time 
measurement, the oscillator comprising a resonator the 
oscillation of which is excited by at least one member 
reciprocated by ‘electrostatic forces derived from elec 
trodes connected to a direct voltage source, the mem 
ber being periodically charged by alternating contact 
with the electrodes. Such electrostatic drives are par 
ticularly suitable for direct connection to a direct 
source of high voltage such as an isotope battery with 
direct conversion. 

Several oscillator drives based on an electrostatic 
principle are known which, however, are operated with 
alternating current. These are unsuitable for conver 
sion of a high direct voltage into mechanical energy. 
There are electrostatic converters which produce a 
simple drive and can be operated with a single oscillat 
ing capacitor which works by a known charging and 
discharging process. However, these are not suitable 
for maintaining a mechanical oscillation. If, for exam 
ple, a mechanical resonator is to be operated from a 
simple oscillating capacitor which operates only unilat 
erally in a discharge mode this resonator would receive 
one pulse only in one direction until the condenser 
plates are in contact with each other and discharge. 
The efficiency of such a system would consequently be 
very poor and the frequency of the mechanical resona 
tor would have to be higher than the extremely short 
time constant of the charging time (or frequency) of 
the capacitor spring. This is not possible in practice. 
The tirne—determining member in this case would be 

the capacitor spring. If it was desired to use a unilater 
ally acting oscillating capacitor for a mechanical reso 
.nator which receives a pulse at its zero point, this is not 
possible, because although the pulse would be possible 
to supply half an oscillation, the capacitor spring would 
be tensioned during its passage through the zero point 
for the second half-oscillation and the drive during 
further movement would be in the wrong direction. 
The same applies to cases in which the mechanical 
resonator touches a contact in passing through the zero 
point in order to supply the capacitor with current. In 
these cases a commutator (current-reversing) principle 
would have to be used, and this is not possible for zero 
point pulses in alternating form. The drive of a mechan 
ical resonator according to the above known embodi 
ments of oscillating capacitors is therefore not possible. 
Similarly, a drive of a mechanical resonator with con 
ventional alternating self-discharging oscillating capac 
itors is impossible, since the rigid oscillating capacitor 
plates do not permit free oscillation of the mechanical 
resonator. 

SUMMARY OF THE. INVENTION 

It is the object of the present invention to avoid the 
disadvantages of all the above-known arrangements. 
According to the present invention there is provided 

an oscillator for time measurement, including a resona 
tor the oscillation of which is maintained by at least one 
part reciprocated by electrostatic forces relative to at 
least one electrode connected to a direct voltage 
source, said part being periodically charged by contact 
with the electrode or electrodes, comprising an elasti 
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2 
cally deformable contact making member whose elastic 
deformation energy is much less when in contact with 
an electrode than the motional energy of the resonator. 

In this manner, a simple system of high efficiency can 
be achieved which, as a result of practically undis 
turbed oscillation of the resonator, ensures a high de 
gree of accuracy in operation. Disturbing impacts of 
the member displaceable between the electrodes 
against rigid electrodes are avoided. This fact is of 
special importance in supplying the oscillator from an 
isotope battery the output of which diminishes with 
time. As a result when a timepiece battery is in a new 
condition, the oscillation amplitude produced is greater 
than would be necessary for reliable contact making, so 
that such contact making is ensured when the ampli 
tude drops somewhat. 
The displaceable member which may be a spring, is 

preferably coupled with a resonator the motional (or 
potential) energy of which is much higher than the 
potential energy of the member itself. A resonator in 
the form of a balance wheel or a torsion oscillator of 50 
Hz frequency is particularly suitable. Thus not only is a 
high ratio between the potential energy of the resona 
tor and the energy of the resulting elastic deformation 
possible, but the amplitude of the resonator can be 
much greater than that of the displaceable member 
between the electrodes, so that the stepping of a train 
of wheels by the resonator is considerably facilitated 
relative to such stepping effected directly through a 
spring oscillating between the electrodes. 
The present invention will now be described with 

reference to several embodiments which are illustrated 
in the accompanying drawings. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a diagrammatic view of a first embodiment 
of the present invention with a balance wheel which is 
coupled to a driving oscillator spring; . 
FIG. 1a is a diagrammatic view of a variation of FIG. 

1; and 
FIG. 2 is a view similar to FIG. I with the balance 

wheel and oscillating spring in an end position; 
FIGS. 3 and 4 are graph which show the voltage on 

the electrodes at different oscillating amplitudes of the 
balance wheel arrangement of FIG. 1; 
FIG. 5 is a diagrammatic view of a second embodi 

ment with an oscillating spring secured to a balance 
wheel; 
FIG. 6 is a diagrammatic view of another embodi 

ment comprising a fork-ended driving lever; 
FIG. 7 is a diagrammatic view of a further embodi 

ment with a unilaterally acting driving system; 
FIG. 8 is a diagrammatic view of a further alternative 

embodiment. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

FIG. I shows a balance wheel 1 secured to a spindle 
2. A hair spring 3 is secured at its inner end to the 
balance wheel spindle 2 and ?xed at its outer end, its 
effective length being adjustable by a regulator (not 
shown). It should be understood that while the terms 
balance wheel and balance wheel assembly are used 
throughout the present disclosure, it is intended that 
these expressions encompass the more precise term 
“balance", i.e., any device which, by oscillating, regu 
larizes the movement of the train of a watch or a clock. 
The balance wheel I is provided with two pins 4, 

loosely enclosing the free end of a leaf spring 5. The 
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other end of the leaf spring 5 is clamped, as shown in 
FIG. 1. Two plates are provided as electrodes 6, nearer 
to the clamped end of the leaf spring 5 than to the free 
end. The electrodes are directly connected to a voltage 
source of high internal resistance such as an isotope 
battery. The leaf spring 5 is insulated both at its clamp 
and also from the balance wheel 1. Thus pins 4 may be 
of insulating material such as sapphire. 
When the balance wheel 1 is set into oscillation by 

external means the leaf spring 5 ?rst touches one elec 
trode 6 and is charged to its potential. It is then repelled 
by the contacted electrode and urged towards the other 
electrode. At the same time the spring 5 transmits en 
ergy to the balance wheel 1. Upon subsequent contact 
with the other electrode the spring 5 is charged oppo 
sitely and is urged in an opposite direction, when it 
again transmits energy to the returning balance wheel. 
The oscillation of the balance wheel 1 is built up in this 
manner. Since it is necessary for maintaining an oscilla 
tion that the spring 5 should sequentially touch both 
electrodes 6, the oscillation amplitude under normal 
operating conditions must be higher by a certain safety 
factor than the minimum necessary for ful?lling this 
condition. In addition, in the event of an isotope bat 
tery the voltage of which falls progressively, the oscilla 
tion amplitude must initially be suf?ciently high such 
that towards the end of the battery life, i.e. approxi 
mately a half-life decay period of the radio-active mate 
rial used in the battery, the oscillation amplitude is still 
suf?cient to produce effective contact between the 
spring and the electrodes. 

It is therefore clear that the device must be such that 
the balance wheel 1 continues to swing in a predeter 
mined direction after the spring 5 has come into 
contact with the corresponding electrode 6. FIG. 2 
shows the approximate conditions when the balance 
wheel is in an end position. The spring 5 is strongly bent 
and is supported against one electrode 6. The chain 
dotted line 7 indicates the position and form of the 
spring 5 the moment after which it comes into contact 
with the right-hand electrode to detach itself there 
from. Therefore, during each half-period of the balance 
wheel, a certain elastic bending of the spring 5 takes 
place. However, the deformation energy and force are 
so weak that the oscillation of the balance wheel can be 
regarded as practically free oscillation. In particular, 
the energy necessary to bend the spring 5 is much less 
than the potential energy of the balance wheel assem 
bly i.e., the energy in the tensioned hair spring 3 or the 
maximum kinetic energy of the balance wheel 1 as it 
passes through a zero position at maximum speed. The 
maximum deformation force in the spring 5 should be 
approximately equal to the electric potential energising 
force, and the maximum deformation or stored energy 
should be of the same order of magnitude as the driving 
energy per half-oscillation. Under these conditions 
reliable regulation can be achieved with very simple 
means, because the balance wheel swings substantially 
freely and thus its frequency is substantially indepen 
dent of amplitude ?uctuations. If, on the other hand, 
the electrostatic driving system were rigidly coupled 
with the resonator, the oscillation thereof would be 
greatly in?uenced and the frequency would then be 
dependent on the speed with which the driving part 
would pass through the gap between the two elec 
trodes. 
Reference to FIGS. 3 and 4 shows that there can be 

no instability in the sense that, with a comparatively 

25 

35 

45 

50 

55 

65 

4 
high amplitude during which the spring 5 remains on 
one electrode 6 for a comparatively long time, a higher 
charge could result and thus the amplitude could be 
come increasingly uncontrollable. These ?gures show 
the characteristics of the voltage on the electrodes 6. 
The charging of the capacitor formed by the electrodes 
begins at the switch-on time 0 and its rate is propor~ 
tional to the yield of the voltage source. Charging oc 
curs substantially up to a maximum voltage. Upon 
contact with an electrode by the spring 5, a drop in 
voltage occurs due to the sudden charging or recharg 
ing of the spring. As long as the spring 5 is in contact 
with an electrode, the capacity of the system is in 
creased and a reduced rate of rise in the voltage fol 
lows. If the spring 5 is then moved from the electrode, 
the capacity of the system is reduced and the voltage on 
the electrode increases more rapidly. FIGS. 3 and 4, 
which show respectively the conditions in the case of a 
small and a large amplitude, demonstrate that the 
spring receives more charge the longer it is in contact 
with an electrode. But the higher the charge applied by ' 
one electrode to the spring, the more the opposite 
electrode is discharged on change-over. Since the fre 
quency of the balance wheel 1 is constant, a higher 
charge is applied to the spring the higher the voltage 
between the electrodes 6 rises; this is also accompanied 
by an increased amplitude of the balance wheel. There 
fore a natural regulating process exists which prevents 
any great rise in the charge on the electrodes 6, and 
which is assisted by the increased losses due to the 
greater bending of the spring 5, a stronger friction 
between the pins 4 and the spring 5, and increased 
frictional losses of the balance wheel itself at the higher 
amplitude. Calculations have shown that the balance 
wheel amplitude is only 3% greater when an isotope 
battery is new than the amplitude at the end of the 
half-life period when the battery voltage has dropped to 
one-half its initial value and the driving energy thereof 
to one quarter. 
The device shown can be used in a wrist-watch or 

pocket-watch. The balance wheel oscillates preferably 
at a frequency of 50 Hz and an amplitude of about 15°. 
This amplitude and frequency of the balance wheel 
enables a train of gear wheels to be easily driven. In 
addition, as already mentioned, high accuracy of time 
keeping is achieved if the balance wheel has a Q factor 
of at least 425. The amount of space required for the 
balance wheel and its driving system is small. 
The following electrical output can be derived from a 

tritium cell with an activity of 300 mCi: 
Electron emission 1.3 X 10"’ 
Current 2 X 10-9 amp 
EMF 1.2 X 102 volts 
This gives an output of 2,4 X 10‘7 watt or 0.24 uW. 
From trials it has been found that the output neces 

sary for operating a mechanical movement must be at 
least 0.01 p.W. Therefore an adequate power output 
reserve is available, even if not maximum ef?ciency is 
stipulated. If desired, the movement may be driven by' 
a weaker cell. 
The embodiment shown in FIGS. 1 and 2 may be 

modi?ed in various ways. For example, one end of the 
spring need not be clamped but, as shown in FIG. 1a, 
may be mounted on a pivot. The coupling between the 
spring 5 and the balance wheel 1 may be effected by 
providing the balance wheel 1 with only one pin 4 
around which a fork of the spring 5 engages. 
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FIG. 5 shows an embodiment which differs from that 

of FIGS. 1 and 2 by the feature that the driving spring 
5’ is ?xed to the balance wheel 1. Parts in FIG. 5 corre 
sponding to similar parts in FIGS. 1 and 2 are similarly 
numbered. When the balance wheel is oscillating, the 
spring 5' bends each time after coming into contact 
with one of the electrodes 6 and consequently enables 
the balance wheel 1 to oscillate, its motional energy 
being higher than the deformaton energy of the spring 
5'. The spring 5’ is insulated from the balance wheel 
unless the balance wheel itself consists of non-conduc 
tive material or is insulated. 
FIG. 6 shows another variation in which correspond 

ing parts are again provided with the same reference 
numerals as in the preceding ?gures. In this case the 
balance wheel 1 is provided with a pin 4 which engages 
in a fork on one end of a driving lever 8. The lever 8 is 
pivotable about a spindle 9. Its end away from the fork 
is disposed between the electrodes 6. One or both arms 
of the lever 8 are resilient. When the balance wheel 1 is ' 
oscillating, the lower arm of the lever 8 located be 
tween the electrodes 6 strikes alternately against one or 
other of the electrodes 6, whereupon one or both arms 
of the lever 8 bend. Once again the deformation energy 
of the lever is arranged to be much less than the mo 
tional energy of the balance wheel. 
FIG. 7 shows an embodiment corresponding to that 

of FIGS. 1 and 2, but with only one electrode 6. Similar 
parts have the same reference numerals as in FIG. 1. In 
this case the spring 5 is directly connected to one pole 
of the battery. When the spring 5 comes into contact 
with the electrode 6, the battery is short-circuited. 
Therefore no electrostatic forces exist as long as the 
spring 5 is in contact with the electrode 6. When the 
spring 5 is moved by the oscillation of the balance 
wheel 1 away from the electrode 6, charging of the 
capacitor formed by the spring 5 and the electrode 6 
begins. During the half-oscillation of the balance wheel 
in an anti-clockwise direction, the voltage between the 
‘electrode 6 and the spring 5 is still low so that the 
electrostatic force retarding the oscillation is corre 
spondingly weak. During the subsequent return swing 
in clockwise direction, however, the voltage between 
the spring and the electrode 6 is much higher so that a 
driving force stronger than the retarding force is opera 
tive. 

In all the embodiments, resilient electrodes may be 
provided instead of the rigid electrodes 6 shown, these 
resilient electrodes co-operating with substantially rigid 
parts. It is essential in each case that the resonant fre 
quency of the resilient contacts should be much higher 
than that of the frequency-determining resonator, and 
/or that the resilient contacts should be so strongly 
damped that their own oscillation does not in practice 
have any influence on the making of contact. 
Other resonant systems than those described and 

illustrated may be used. Instead of a balance wheel with 
a spiral spring, a torsion pendulum may be provided. 
Instead of an elastic return force, a magnetic return 
force may be used in the form of a moving magnet 
which co-operates with a ?xed magnet, the moving 
magnet being on the balance wheel. 

In the embodiments shown in FIGS. 1, 5 and 6, dif? 
culties may occur because the spring 5 or 5’ short-cir 
cuits the two electrodes 6 as a result of bending causing 
an inclined position of the spring when the balance 
wheel is in an end position. 
This dif?culty may be avoided in the embodiment 

shown in FIG. 8 by providing springs 5" projecting 
radially oppositely from the balance wheel 1 or balance 
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6 
wheel staff 2, the springs co-operating with respective 
electrodes 6'. The two springs 5" are electrically con 
nected and electrodes 6’ connected to the voltage 
source. Upon contact of one spring 5' with one of the 
electrodes 6', both springs 5" are charged to the poten 
tial of the contacted electrode 6', whereupon a torsion 
acts on both springs 5" effecting a rotation until the 
other spring 5" comes into contact with the other elec 
trode 6’. Thus oscillation of the balance wheel is main 
tained. 
What we claim is: 
1. An oscillator for time measurement, comprising a 

source of direct current operating potential; an electro~ 
static oscillator including at least one ?xed electrode 
connected to said source, and a movable driving mem 
ber disposed adjacent said ?xed electrode and periodi 
cally contacting said fixed electrode for reciprocal, 
oscillatory movement under electrostatic forces gener 
ated by such periodic contact; resonator means in the 
form of a balance wheel assembly having a natural 
resonant frequency; and means loosely coupling said 
electrostatic driving member to said balance wheel 
assembly for sustaining osciallation of said resonator 
means without substantially disturbing the natural fre 
quency accuracy thereof. 

2. An oscillator according to claim 1, wherein said 
movable member is a spring. 

3. An oscillator according to claim 1, wherein said 
source is an isotope battery. 

4. An oscillator according to claim 2, wherein said 
spring is disposed radially relative to the axis of said 
balance wheel. 

5. An oscillator according to claim 2, wherein said 
spring is connected to said balance wheel shaft. 

6. An oscillator according to claim 1, wherein said 
balance wheel is constructed as a torsion vibrator. 

7. An oscillator according to claim 1, wherein said 
movable member is elastically deformable. 

8. An oscillator according to claim 2, wherein the 
natural frequency of said spring is much higher than 
that of said balance wheel. 

9. An oscillator according to claim 1, wherein said 
movable member is a lever having at least one resilient 
arm. 

10. An oscillator according to claim 2, wherein said 
spring is clamped at one end and is coupled to said 
balance wheel at its free end. 

11. An oscillator according to claim 3, wherein said 
isotope battery is a tritium cell. 

12. An oscillator according to claim 4, wherein said 
spring and said balance wheel are made of one piece. 

13. An oscillator according to claim 10, wherein the 
clamping point of said spring is nearer to said ?xed 
electrode than it is to the coupling point of said spring 
and said balance wheel. 

14. An oscillator according to claim 1, wherein said 
balance wheel has a magnetic restoring force. 

15. An oscillator according to claim 1, wherein two 
?xed electrodes are connected to opposite poles of said 
source. 

16. An oscillator according to claim 15, wherein said 
two ?xed electrodes are disposed on opposite sides of 
said movable member. 

17. An oscillator according to claim 15, wherein said 
two ?xed electrodes are both disposed on one side of 
said movable member. 

18. An oscillator according to claim 1, wherein said 
movable member is pivotally reciprocable. 
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